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Agnes: (Almost aggressively) I make the tea every evening, don’t I? Why shouldn’t I make it this evening as usual? Maggie: No reason at all. Aggie’s the chef. (Sings raucously:) ‘Everybody’s doing it, doing it, doing it. Picking their noses and chewing it, chewing it, chewing it. . .’ Kate: Maggie, please! (37) Maggie’s songs are funny, immature, and occasionally even inappropriate. If they horrify Kate, they at least slightly amuse the other sisters and Maggie herself. Yet even these mocking snatches of song offer a glimpse into the values and priorities of the sisters. The first song Maggie sings is a parody, with lyrics that Friel himself wrote: “Will you vote for De Valera, will you vote?   If you don’t, we’ll be like Ghandi with his goat.    Uncle Bill from Baltinglass has a wireless up his –    Will you vote for De Valera, will you vote?” (4) This song grounds the 1936 Irish setting of Dancing at Lughnasa, with its references to Irish politician Éamon de Valera and the link between the colonized India and Ireland (Lojek 86). Maggie fills her parodic song with snatches of current events and political awareness. But she only mentions them in this song – outside of this one moment, the sisters never reference or discuss the political climate of 1930s Ireland. Irish independence, industrialization, the De Valera Constitution – all are confined to the joking, childish, simplistic songs that Maggie sings to amuse herself. The Mundy family’s concerns lie on a much more personal, day‐to‐day level. As Len Falkenstein observes: 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Dancing at Lughnasa hearkens back to a time when the unchanging daily domestic routines of cooking, sewing, shopping, and running the farm are infinitely more important to the Mundy sisters’ lives than politics or current affairs both foreign and domestic names such as Mussolini, Gandhi, and de Valera cross their lips only in the lyrics of a nonsensical children’s rhyme. (272) Maggie sings about the outside world as if it was a nursery rhyme or a fairy tale, and for the most part for the Mundy family, the world outside of their farm and village might as well be a fairy tale. It makes it all the more tragic when industrialization sweeps into Ballybeg, opening a new factory that puts Rose and Agnes out of a job and serves as catalyst for their departure from the farm and their resulting impoverished lives on the streets of London. Maggie’s music illustrates how close‐knit the Mundy family circle is. Outside forces seem unreal and unimportant compared to the stable identity that the Michael’s family has cultivated, and as such, when outside forces disrupt the lives of the Mundy sisters, they have trouble facing and dealing with these conflicts and foreign ideologies. Much of the tension in Dancing at Lughnasa stems from the conflict between the Mundy family and these various outside forces. The action of the play takes place entirely on the Mundy homestead. The sisters bring gossip and news of outside events, such as the pagan harvest rituals, the Harvest Dance in the town, or the report of a new factory and increased industrialization, into their family home and evaluate it against their established ideologies. Although many of these outside intrusions are events or ideas, two characters, Father Jack and Gerry Evans, specifically disrupt the established security of young 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Michael’s life in the summer of 1936. In Michael’s opening monologue, he highlights their influence and disturbance in the Mundy family:   And even though I was only a child of seven at the time I know I had a sense of unease, some awareness of a widening breach between what seemed to be and what was, of things changing too quickly before my eyes, and becoming what they ought not to be. That might have been because Uncle Jack hadn’t turned out at all like the resplendent figure in my head . . . . Or maybe it was because during those Lughnasa weeks of 1936 we were visited on two occasions by my father, Gerry Evans, and for the first time in my life I had a chance to observe him. (2) Both Jack and Gerry serve as outside catalysts that upset the order and stability of the family – Jack for his turn away from the church and towards Ryangan rituals, and Gerry for his continual manipulation and false promises to both Chris and Michael. The music associated with Jack and Gerry stands in sharp contrast to the popular Irish songs that Friel assigns to Maggie, Rose, and often Marconi. Jack creates his own African rhythms out of Michael’s kite sticks and quotes Handel’s secular and Ovidian masque Acis and Galatea, while Gerry sings and dances to “Dancing in the Dark” and “Anything Goes,” popular American show tunes from the 1930s. In both cases, the music enforces how Gerry and Jack turn away from the Irish identity that Michael’s mother and aunts offer to him.   Kate, the caretaker and primary breadwinner of the family, finds hope for a further establishment of religious values in the return of her elder brother, Jack, a missionary priest. Jack returns to the family after spending twenty‐five years as a missionary priest in Uganda, and Kate clearly expects him to become a pillar for the faith of the family and the 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town. The family has long depended on Jack’s role as a priest for their own social standing. Michael narrates early on, “Ballybeg was proud of him, the whole of Donegal was proud of him . . . it gave us that little bit of status in the eyes of the parish. And it must have helped my aunts bear the shame Mother brought on the household” (9). Kate’s concerns go beyond social snobbery, however. When she loses her teaching job, the readers realize that the family’s economic stability pivots on Jack’s community standing.  As the play goes on, it becomes increasingly clear that Jack is “no longer able to distinguish between Irish harvest rituals and African tribal practices” (Kiberd 616). This transformation is slowly revealed through his memorabilia, his anecdotes, and his music and dancing. In the climactic final scene of Act One, Jack finds a pair of sticks in the back yard and begins to tap them together. The stage directions inform the readers, “The sound they make pleases him. He does it again – and again – and again. Now he begins to beat out a structured beat whose rhythm gives him pleasure” (42). While the five sisters dance to the music on the radio and add their own music, Jack creates his own rhythm, which is presumably derived from his memories of Ugandan music and dance. As the family watches in shock, Jack dances to the beat he has created, completely unaware of any perceived lack of decorum.  At this moment, the extent of Jack’s devotion to the Ryanga people becomes completely clear. Friel uses music – in this case, rhythm – to demonstrate Jack’s total conversion to the Ryanga mindset. And though Kate quickly takes the sticks away from him, the family – and the audience – now knows that Jack has adopted a rhythm much different from anything that would be accepted in Ballybeg.   Faced with this drastic change, Kate convinces herself that Jack’s fixation on the Ugandan culture is a result of his illness. She believes that he will soon recover and once 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again establish himself as a prominent figure in the community. However, as the play continues, it becomes clear that Jack, though recovering, has no intention of resuming his ministerial duties. In the middle of Act Two, Jack also sings a song: “O ruddier than the cherry / O sweeter than the berry / O nymph more bright / Than moonshine light / Like kindlings blight and merry.” He cheerfully remarks to his sister, “You see, Kate, it’s all coming back to me” (46). Nevertheless, while the song does hint at Jack’s return to Western convention and culture, it simultaneously distances him from his Christian affiliations and role as religious head of the village.   Jack recites lyrics from Acis and Galatea, a pastoral opera written by George Frideric Handel. In many ways, this work from Handel exemplifies British tradition. Though born in Germany, Handel lived much of his life in England, and his later years as a composer were based in London. During the composer’s life, Handel’s operas and oratorios were beloved by the people in England, and their popularity continues today. In many ways, listening to – or singing ‐ Handel represents sophistication and a conventional acceptance of English‐speaking society.  From this perspective, Acis and Galatea, Handel’s first work in English, does symbolize a sort of common culture that Jack is finding once again. This particular aria, however, does little to assure Jack’s commitment to Western religion. The aria “O ruddier than the cherry, o sweeter than the berry” comes from Act Two of Acis and Galatea. In the aria, the “monster Polypheme” elaborates on his licentious desire for the maiden Galatea, singing, “I rage, I melt, I burn!” in the opening lines. Later in the opera, Polypheme kills Galatea’s lover, Acis, out of this rage. This is hardly a song for a priest to be reciting.  Handel wrote some of the most popular sacred oratorios of all time, and yet Father Jack chooses to sing an aria from one of his most popular secular works. Jon Solomon reminds 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us that Acis and Galatea is “a masque whose essential plot is based to a large extent on the account of Acis and Galatea in Book 13 of Ovid’s Metamorphos” (37).  This background further aligns Jack with pagan rituals and traditions. While the culture and language are certainly coming back to Jack, his role as a religious figure never resurfaces. Friel selects a song for Jack that both develops Jack’s reconnection with Western society and underscores his apathy towards the Catholic religion. Kate’s apprehension is completely justified.    Traditional pagan rituals find conflict with more than the institution of religion; modernization also poses a threat to the family’s simple, rural lifestyle. Although the outside forces (such as the opening of a factory that forces Agnes and Rose out a their knitting job) generally take place offstage, Gerry, Michael’s father, embodies the idea of a modern force that disrupts the Mundy household. Gerry is portrayed as fast‐talking, charismatic, and optimistic, but also as extremely unreliable, consistently making promises that he never keeps. It is debatable whether or not he ever intends to keep the promises he makes, but his presence undeniably hurts the family. Gerry dances in turn with Chris, Maggie, and Agnes at separate times throughout the second act. On these occasions, he sings snatches of the famous 1930s song, “Anything Goes”: “In olden times a glimpse of stocking / Was looked on as something shocking / But now heaven knows / Anything goes. / Good authors, too, who once knew better words / Now only use four‐letter words / Writing prose, /Anything goes” (Porter). The lyrics of the song match Gerry’s philosophy perfectly, but more than that, the musical style summarizes Gerry’s relationship with the family. Cole Porter’s famous musical, Anything Goes, achieved instant success when it opened in New York City in November of 1934. No less than five songs went on to become popular singles, including 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the title number (Swartz 134). The madcap plot of Anything Goes follows gangsters, nightclub singers, and stowaways on an ocean liner as they lie, swindle, and seduce their way out of trouble and into fame and romance. The song “Anything Goes” celebrates the loosening morals and changing times. The play was controversial, edgy, and wildly popular in 1930s America. Cole Porter’s “texts were in the height of fashion, seldom sentimental, and filled with double entendres and witty rhymes, even referring directly to sex and drugs. At first his songs were too shocking for the theatre” (Root and Bordman). Friel’s use of “Anything Goes” extends beyond the morally questionable lyrics. The very genre of music that we come to associate with Gerry encapsulates the risqué and the carefree, a perfect compliment to Gerry’s dashing but ultimately untrustworthy persona. The modern, upbeat, and syncopated 1930s swing contrasts sharply with Maggie’s Irish songs. Where Maggie’s traditional music represents the comfort and constancy of home, Gerry’s rendition of 
Anything Goes stands as a representation of the outside forces that disrupt Michael and the family’s traditional, rural life.   A final outside force, also mentioned in Michael’s opening monologue, is the news and music broadcasted “all the way from Dublin” from the wireless radio set (2).  Though not an actual character, the wireless remains a major player in Dancing at 
Lughnasa. Michael introduces the radio within the first paragraph of the play: We got our first wireless set that summer – well, a sort of set; and it obsessed us. And because it arrived as August was about to begin, my Aunt Maggie – she was the joker of the family – she suggested we give it a name. She wanted to call it Lugh after the old Celtic God of the Harvest . . . But Aunt Kate . . . said it would be sinful to christen an inanimate with any kind of name, not to talk of 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a pagan god. So we just called it Marconi because that was the name emblazoned on the set. (1) In the opening lines of the play, Friel quickly establishes the tension between pagan tradition and Catholic religion, and the music from the wireless continues to be emblematic of this tension. More importantly, from the start, “Marconi” lives in the family’s mind as a named being, despite Kate’s protests. While Kate refers to the wireless as “The Marconi,” the other sisters call it simply “Marconi,” turning the brand name into a given name and identity. Throughout the play, the sisters treat the wireless as if it were a living creature – a very temperamental, stubborn creature. The wireless’s tendency to break and suddenly stop playing adds to this illusion. Though the audience rationally knows the wireless is inanimate, the sporadic nature of the electric entity is reminiscent of a stubborn horse, and it becomes extremely easy to animate Marconi. Hunt agrees, noting that Friel “used a radio, not only as his central prop, but gave it a ‘face’ and a name – ‘Marconi.’ Marconi, the radio, is very much a character in the play – a member of the Mundy family” (16).  The sisters’ dialogue tends to reflect this personification, with all of the sisters, even the mild‐mannered Agnes, continually remarking on how old and useless it is. Maggie even addresses the radio directly, saying, “Marconi, my friend, you’re not still asleep, are you?” when she notices that the wireless is broken.   Furthermore, much of the action of the play centers on Marconi. The first act is divided between the anticipation of Kate’s return from town with a new radio battery, the dancing sequence once the battery has been replaced and the wireless plays music once again, and the futile but repeated attempts to fix Marconi as it frequently shorts out, even with a new battery. The second act starts with the wireless broken, and a major part of the 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second act is devoted to Gerry attempting to repair it, ultimately ending with Chris breaking it again. The wireless is plainly a major element of the sisters’ everyday lives and, moreover, a major force within the play. Through the interactions with this everyday object, the Mundy sisters reveal much more complex emotions. As Welch writes, “[Friel’s] work remains always attentive to the minutiae of ordinary everyday life; but his calm and lucid realism . . . [translates] those interiors that are dark and hidden into a language that incorporates the world as we perceive it under normal conditions” (227).  With Marconi, Friel skillfully uses the everyday to show the inexplicable. For example, the family’s interactions with Marconi always come at emotionally significant times. When Chris sees Gerry dancing with Agnes, she becomes understandably jealous. She eventually responds by angrily shutting the wireless off, declaring that she is “sick of the damned thing” (65). Earlier, in Act One, when Gerry first visits Chris, Agnes acts out of the same confused romantic tension, but in the opposite manner – she refuses to turn off the radio, even when Kate asks her to. The wireless first plays directly following Maggie’s long and emotional speech about Bernie O’Donnell, a former friend whose return to Ballybeg leaves Maggie visibly upset. In all of these cases, the wireless set connects to a strong emotion, generally distress of some sort. This serves a twofold purpose. First, turning on or off the music becomes a cathartic resolution for the sisters, an avenue by which they can easily express their frustrations against external events. Though Kate, Chris, and Agnes do not themselves sing, they still express themselves in music through their interactions with Marconi, turning to the music from the radio in order to channel their own emotions.    Additionally, the wireless becomes a reflection of the events themselves – the interactions with Marconi reveal the inner stresses within the family. In a way, even the 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sporadic nature of Marconi is reflective of the Mundy’s situation. Kate laments, “You realize that hair cracks are appearing everywhere; that control is slipping away; and that the whole thing is so fragile it can’t be held together much longer. It’s all about to collapse” (35).  Just as the sisters cannot fix the old and broken wireless set, they also cannot prevent the social ostracism, unemployment, and even death that will befall the family later that summer.    Friel bookends his play with narration by Michael, who reflects on the nature of his memories. The song “It is Time to Say Goodnight” sounds in the background, not played by Marconi and only heard by the audience. The song is not part of the story of that Michael narrates, but rather connects to Michael’s memory as a whole, an overarching summary of his recollections of the summer of 1936. Michael narrates that “the air is nostalgic with the music of the thirties” as the characters slowly rock back and forth to the music, no longer an accurate recreation of the past but now truly as a tableau, a caricature of Michael’s memory. Laurie Gagné writes on the larger‐than‐life ending narration: It is a child’s faith in the mystery that surrounds life and love that comes to the fore in Act Two. The narrator introduces his account of the third dance he remembers from the summer of 1936 by saying that it ‘owes nothing to fact’ (71) . . . . There is a reality that can be known, the narrator suggests, which is inaccessible to our ordinary means of perception. (128) Michael remarks that the dancing in his memory seemed as if “language no longer existed because words were no longer necessary” (71). The music in this scene, and indeed throughout the entire play, carries a similar quality, taking over when words themselves no longer suffice. The music within Dancing at Lughnasa creates an avenue to understand 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more fully the identities of the characters in ways that dialogue cannot. Through the songs they sing themselves and the way they react to the music around them, the characters reveal alliances and opinions that social propriety generally silences. Music provides more than a mere backdrop to the dancing, but joins with it to help the audience better understand and appreciate the complexities of the Mundy family. 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